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Abstract 
 This study focused on the internal effects of Corporate Social Responsibility on 
employees. This impact was studied by interviewing 10 CSR and communications professionals 
across nine industries. There were two major questions this thesis sought to answer: how 
companies account for an employee’s relationship to CSR efforts and the level of internal and 
external stakeholders’ effects on CSR. There were many findings, but major themes suggest that 
companies are focusing on internal audiences more than ever before and are starting to use CSR 
as a strategy to align their initiatives with broader business objectives. Finally, the thesis 
concludes with five recommendations for CSR employees to maximize their returns from CSR 
initiatives.  
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Introduction 
On September 5, 2018, Nike released a new advertising campaign featuring social justice 
activist and former NFL player Colin Kaepernick. Many people view the campaign as evidence 
of a progressive agenda and of Nike aligning itself with a progressive ideology. However, as the 
Center for Responsive Politics has noted, “Although Nike appears to send a specific socially 
conscious message in the cultural realm, in the political world, Nike employees and its PAC 
contributed $424,000 to the Republican party and its candidates in the 2018 election cycle, 
compared to only $122,000 to the Democrats” (Krishan, 2018). While most of this money to 
Republican groups came from the former CEO and current Chairman Emeritus Phil Knight and 
his wife, it suggests a disconnect between Nike’s outward Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
and Nike employees’ personal preferences.  
This disconnect raises questions about Nike and other companies that participate in CSR. 
For example, are their CSR efforts more than a front for their target consumers; that is, do 
executives subscribe to the same ideological principles espoused in their CSR efforts? How 
much does a company’s CSR really mirror the desires of the employees of that company, or is it 
simply a tactic to gain favor with consumers? When companies choose which CSR initiatives to 
pursue, do they focus mainly on external factors and what consumers will want their company to 
support? This proposed thesis will explore the impact of a company’s CSR on its employees to 
understand how closely connected employees feel toward the initiatives their company is taking, 
and if that has an impact on their feelings towards their company.  
Over the years, CSR has become an increasingly important activity for companies to 
prioritize (Capriotti & Moreno, 2007). It is no longer enough for companies to just sell their 
products and/ or services; consumers expect them to be accountable to their communities, 
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whether through local, national or international initiatives to improve the world. CSR is 
beneficial for companies; it has proven to be a good predictor of the economic performance of a 
company (Lagoarde-Segot, 2011). Company owners recognize that many consumers care about 
the sustainability and good works of the companies from which they buy goods and services. 
While CSR is becoming increasingly important for external audiences, it can also have an effect 
on internal communications and employee satisfaction.  
Corporate Social Responsibility has multiple dimensions. A 2008 study identified five 
common dimensions of CSR: stakeholder, social, economic, voluntariness, and environmental 
(Dahlsrud, 2008, p. 4). For the purpose of this thesis, the definition used will be the one from the 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development in 1991: “The commitment of a business 
to contribute to sustainable economic development working with employees, their families, the 
local community and society at large to improve their quality of life” (as cited in Dahlsrud, 2008, 
p. 7). This definition is important for this thesis because it focuses on how CSR works with 
employees, not just external audiences, to improve their quality of life. This is the main focus of 
this thesis – how CSR can contribute positively to the internal composition of companies, more 
than just the external stakeholder benefits that are often associated with CSR.  
Under this definition, CSR is supposed to benefit the quality of life of the employees, and 
consequently cause them to have a higher level of well-being. While some might argue that it is 
important for employees to be happy simply because they are humans, many companies care 
most about the bottom line. Studies show that companies with higher levels of employee well-
being have higher levels of employee retention and job performance (Wright & Huang, 2012). 
Other studies have shown that happy employees are engaged employees, and companies that 
participate in CSR efforts do a “better job of keeping employees, satisfying customers, and being 
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financially productive and profitable” (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2002, p. 16). It is important to 
identify whether CSR has an effect on the well-being of employees and their commitment to the 
company they work for because it can help with business initiatives. Businesses want to attract 
the best employees available, so it is important for them to provide the benefits many employees 
increasingly want and expect. If CSR can improve the perceived or actual benefits of a business, 
then it is worth studying CSR closely to examine the nature of potential effects.  
This thesis used in-depth interviews with employees from large companies with different 
CSR efforts to further examine these dynamics. This study is not be an exhaustive account of the 
effects of CSR on all companies; however, it adds to the academic literature and discourse 
examining the extent of CSR’s ability to further companies’ bottom lines. By focusing on large 
businesses, the conclusions could be applied to other large businesses and give insight into the 
importance of CSR.  
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Literature Review 
History and Definition of Corporate Social Responsibility 
History of CSR 
The modern era of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) can be traced back to the 
1950s; however, it was originally defined as “social responsibility” (SR) because the business 
sector was not as large and prominent as it is today (Carroll, 1999, p. 269). What many point to 
as the first reference of corporate social responsibility comes from Howard R. Bowen’s book, 
Social Responsibilities of the Businessman (1953), in which he “set forth an initial definition of 
the social responsibilities of businessmen: ‘It refers to the obligations of businessmen to pursue 
those policies, to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in 
terms of the objectives and values of our society’” (as cited in Carroll, 1999, p. 270). The 1960s 
and 1970s saw many more attempts to define CSR and Corporate Social Performance (CSP). By 
the 1980s, new definitions were offered less often, as CSR research turned to finding new themes 
and researching different aspects of CSR (Carroll, 1999). As mentioned in the introduction, there 
is no universally agreed-upon definition of CSR (Dalhsrud, 2008). This thesis will use the 
definition offered by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development in 1991: “The 
commitment of a business to contribute to sustainable economic development working with 
employees, their families, the local community and society at large to improve their quality of 
life” (as cited in Dahlsrud, 2008, p. 7). This definition will be used because it encompasses and 
defines many different, specific stakeholders that CSR is working with. Although this thesis is 
specifically focused on employees, it is important that the definition includes other defined 
stakeholders as to differentiate why this topic is important and acceptable to dive deeper into.  
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The term CSR itself has even been debated, with some preferring corporate citizenship, 
corporate responsibility and sustainability, among others; however, Carroll and Shabana (2010) 
claim that CSR is the “dominant, if not exclusive, term in academic literature and business 
practice,” which is why it will be used in this thesis (as cited in Ihlen, Bartlett & May, 2014, p. 
6).  
CSR Communications 
While the definition of CSR evolves and the literature on the subject is already quite 
robust, the communication aspect of CSR practices has largely been understudied (Ihlen, 
Bartlett, & May, 2014). This is unfortunate, as communication is important to understanding 
how CSR is understood by both internal and external stakeholders. Knowledge is agreed upon 
through communication, so it is essential for CSR to be communicated well in order to 
understand its purpose (Ihlen, Bartlett, & May, 2014). As CSR has evolved, communication 
professionals must change the way they share a company’s CSR efforts, making sure to focus 
them as more than just “philanthropy, volunteerism and community outreach” (Miller, 2016, p. 
77). Miller (2016) suggests that this needs to be accomplished by moving from asymmetrical 
communications to two-way symmetrical communication with stakeholders to provide dialogue 
and build relationships to better communicate a company’s CSR.  
Practices of CSR 
 In addition to many different CSR definitions, it can be difficult to tangibly explain what 
exactly constitutes CSR practices. A company’s socially responsibility can manifest itself in 
many different ways. Some examples of this are employee volunteerism, philanthropic monetary 
donations and community-based initiatives. These practices can each be defined differently by 
the organization that is dealing with them. For example, some companies include government 
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compliance in their CSR definition, while others consider compliance to be a mandatory action 
they engage in that is not a part of their CSR department.  
Stakeholder Theory 
 The consideration of stakeholders is vital to examining CSR. Stakeholder Theory can 
help explain why it matters that organizations care about what customers and their employers 
think about their CSR. Similar to the varying conceptualizations of CSR, there is no widely 
accepted definition of a stakeholder (Miles, 2017; Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997). Stakeholder 
was originally defined by Freeman (1984) as “any group or individual who can affect or is 
affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (as cited in Mitchell et al., 1997, p. 
854). Michell et al. (1997) proposed:  
Stakeholders are defined by their possession or attributed possession of one, two, or all 
three of the following attributes:  
 (1) the stakeholder's power to influence the firm,  
(2) the legitimacy of the stakeholder's relationship with the firm, and  
(3) the urgency of the stakeholder's claim on the firm. (p. 854) 
 
These three aspects: power, legitimacy, and urgency, mean there are many stakeholders that are 
affected by a company’s decisions. Stakeholder Theory argues that it is more than just 
shareholders that matter to a business, as businesses must also consider a variety of stakeholders 
when they are making decisions (Laplume, Sonpar, & Litz, 2008). In addition to businesses 
having to answer to the different stakeholders, public relations professionals newly have to learn 
how to deal with each of these stakeholders, instead of their usual focus on the general “public” 
(May, 2011, p. 316). While there are many stakeholders affected by CSR, this thesis focuses on 
employees as stakeholders in a company. Understanding how companies view – or do not view – 
employees as stakeholders is essential in understanding how they relate their CSR to their 
employees and how they communicate with them.    
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Strategic Social Responsibility 
 While companies are increasingly adopting CSR strategies, there is still no consensus on 
how to incorporate these activities into a business strategy. Porter and Kramer (2011) propose 
the theory of Creating Shared Value. This theory hopes to legitimize businesses and address the 
issues between the public sector and private sector of businesses. Shared value “involves creating 
economic value in a way that also creates value for a society by addressing its needs and 
challenges” (64). This theory is based in strategy theory, which argues “to be successful, a 
company must create a distinctive value proposition that meets the needs of a chosen set of 
customers” (66). One way that this shared value occurs is through employee productivity and 
taking care of employees. For example, employers might try to cut healthcare benefits for 
employees to save costs even though healthier employees, who are better taken care of because 
of better healthcare, can actually save companies money. Porter & Kramer place this Corporate 
Shared Value (CSV) in direct contrast to CSR. Where CSR has negative aspects of external 
pressures, is not a part of profit maximization, and is limited by CSR budget, CSV has an 
internally generated agenda that is company specific, is integral to profit maximization, and 
creates value relative to costs (76). In addition, CSV uses the skills and resources of employees 
and the company to help impact societal problems. This is not limited to for-profit businesses, 
but is suggested for all businesses by the authors. While it is not a comprehensive way to solve 
all of a company’s problems, the authors suggest that it is a good way to start.  
 This is also echoed in the idea of strategic CSR. Wether & Chandler (2007) explain that 
CSR should be “integrated into the firm’s strategic perspective and operations because of the 
long-term benefits this brings to the organization" (as cited in May, 2008, p. 322). This strategic 
CSR works with employee engagement and ethical employee behavior. May (2008) points to six 
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related organizational practices, including aligning formal and informal culture, open 
communication, transparency, participation, courage and accountability. For companies to have 
good CSR practices, they must internally behave in the best ethical standards. While ethical 
practices are not typically considered CSR practices for the case of this study, it is important to 
note that this ethical behavior could have long term implications.  
Internal Communications 
 This thesis is specifically looking at how companies internally communicate CSR to their 
employees. While employees might make sense of CSR via external communication channels, 
this thesis will look at how companies do or do not communicate CSR initiatives directly to their 
employees and how that affects their connection to those initiatives. One argument for the 
importance of internal communications is to “change employee behavior in order to further the 
goals of the organization” (Sprague & Del Brocco, 2002, p. 34). In this view, internal 
communication is very important to the success of businesses, which is further explained by 
employee satisfaction and Return on Investment (ROI). 
Internal communication and employee satisfaction 
First, it is important to understand how internal communication affect employees. Pincus, 
Knipp and Rayfield (1990) found an association between the communication climate of a 
company and the positive job satisfaction of employees. Internal organizational communications 
are important and have shown to have some positive effect on job performance and satisfaction, 
if the communication is “proper, correct, and clear” (Pettit, Goris & Vaught, 1997, p. 93). So, 
while internal communication does affect job satisfaction, it also helps with the bottom line, as it 
can have a positive effect on job performance as well.  
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While there is evidence that internal communication are beneficial, there are many 
different ways to communicate within an organization. Most of the scholarly research focuses on 
management’s communication to employees. Men (2014) shows that direct, transformative 
leaders are essential in the process of communication, and symmetrical communication is needed 
for employees to feel a part of their organization. On the other hand, Pincus et al. (1990) showed 
that employees want opportunities for two-way communication with top management, not just 
with their supervisors. Either way, communication with employees of higher rank is important to 
job satisfaction. This is further validated because when employees participate in communication 
with their management, it “improves employees’ efforts, benefits their job satisfaction and 
commitment to work” (Appelbaum et al., 2013, p. 412). 
Internal relations with ROI 
 Not only does internal relations influence employee happiness, there is also evidence that 
improved communication can assist businesses with their bottom line – after all this is what 
many companies and management truly care about. Determining the effect of internal relations 
on a company’s ROI can be very difficult to measure, as there is often not a direct link between a 
communications initiative and ROI (Sprague & Del Brocco, 2002). Frequently, one of the best 
ways to calculate the ROI of internal communications is through qualitative assessment. A 
company’s communication efforts are assessed by examining whether employees are able to 
effectively communicate what is happening internally to outsiders and how they feel about the 
company (Meng & Berger, 2012). Sprague and Del Brocco (2002) demonstrate that good 
internal communication can decrease the effects of the cost of some of the most pressing issues 
of corporate America: employee turnover, product quality and labor unions, and sexual 
harassment and discrimination lawsuits (p. 37). In addition, while HR initiatives are helpful and 
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can improve employee satisfaction, to reap all of the benefits of ROI, they must be successfully 
communicated to employees (Goncalves, 2017). In sum, internal communications are essential 
for companies to effectively build and strengthen its business.  
Internal Relations and CSR 
 Much of the focus of CSR is on the external outcomes, instead of its internal benefits and 
effect on internal business practices of a company (Chen & Hung-Baesecke, 2014). Waddock 
and Googins (2014) explain that Corporate Responsibility (CR) is broader than CSR, as 
encompasses many different initiatives. Only recently have CR professionals started looking at 
how employees are “absolutely critical to an authentic reputation and outcome,” as “today’s 
potential and current employees express both interest in and concern about how the company is 
fulfilling its obligations to societies” (Waddock & Googins, p. 34). In addition, May & Roper 
(2014) share as a part of future research that “to date, little research has been conducted on 
the specific employees engaged in CSR programs to understand their own sensemaking 
frameworks and practices” (p. 783).  
 Although CSR’s effects on employees have not been heavily studied, Bhattacharya, Sen 
and Korshun (2007) have identified four problems with CSR when it is not integrated with 
employees: Employee lack of awareness and involvement in CSR, limited understanding of 
employee needs fulfilled by CSR, limited understanding of employee returns to CSR and top 
down approach to CSR. All of these chasms between CSR initiatives and the employees limit the 
effectiveness of CSR. In addition to these problems, Miller (2016) states that employees are 
often “voluntold” what they must do with CSR. This “voluntold” is often followed because it is 
the traditional way to do things; however, it can turn off new employees that are not rooted in 
this tradition (p. 73). The relationship between the employee and CSR initiatives is complex and 
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not easily defined or studied. However, there is evidence that “CSR is most effective when 
employees play the role of the actual enactor of CSR programs with the company acting as an 
enabler” (Bhattacharya, Sen & Korshun, 2017, p. 24).  
External CSR 
Stakeholder and Public Relations effect 
As mentioned earlier, CSR has often been studied as an external communication practice, 
leveraged by companies to create a positive perception among their external stakeholders; 
therefore, it is important to understand the literature that studies this external affect, as it is such 
a prominent part of CSR literature. CSR has been shown to boost financial profits for some 
companies (Lee & Jung, 2016). In addition, a meta-analysis of 30 years of research does show 
“positive association between CSP and Corporate Financial Performance across industries and 
across study contexts” (Orlitzky, Schmidt, & Rynes, 2003, p. 423). However, CSR is often not a 
primary reason for purchasing potential, even if it can be a factor (Öberseder, Schlegelmilch, & 
Gruber, 2011). This has led to controversy in CSR, as companies question the benefits of 
engaging in CSR, as there is not always a strong effect with external stakeholders that 
contributes to their bottom line. While CSR is not legally required by companies, it is “expected 
that companies behave ethically, and it is desired that they engage in discretionary and 
philanthropic activities” (Ihlen, Bartlett & May, 2014, p. 7).  
CSR has also been used by public relations professionals in crisis communications to 
apologize for mistakes of companies. The use of CSR in apology statements has some success, 
but it can also be problematic. If the CSR initiative relates to the mistake made and there is a 
history of the company engaging in CSR, then CSR can be beneficial in making valid apology 
statements (Chung, 2018). Similarly, Tsarenko and Tojib (2015) show that if companies have 
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had strong CSR initiatives in the past, then customer forgiveness might be mediated by those 
initiatives if they need to issue an apology. Thus, CSR can help with external audiences’ 
reputation management and crisis communications.  
Problems with CSR 
While scholars have increasingly studied CSR, not everyone believes that it is beneficial 
for companies or that it has an important purpose. Criticism is widespread and crosses the 
political spectrum (Ihlen, Bartlett & May, 2014). One reason the legitimacy of CSR is questioned 
is because some customers view CSR initiatives suspiciously; they are skeptical of the altruism 
of companies (Rim & Kim, 2016). In addition, if CSR initiatives are not consistent, it can cause 
customers to believe the company is hypocritical and cause harm to the company’s image 
(Wagner, Lutz, & Weitz, 2009). May (2008) argues that another reason stakeholders are 
skeptical of CSR is because of the narrow external intentions (as cited in Chen & Hung-
Baesecke 2014). If customers believe that CSR is only for a company’s personal profit, then they 
are more likely to be suspicious of the motive behind it.  
Beyond the idea that companies practice CSR solely for reputation management, the idea 
of CSR in general is also questioned by academia. Some CSR activities can be more socially 
harmful than helpful, which goes against the stated purpose of CSR (Devinney, 2009). One of 
the most prominent critics of CSR, economist Milton Friedman, argued in The New York Times 
in the 1970s: 
There is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its resources and 
engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of 
the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or 
fraud. 
 
If companies’ only requirement is to increase profits, then CSR is a scam because it is not done 
to bring social good, but rather, is a selfish pursuit. While some might argue that this is true of 
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CSR, many academics still research the concept because not all stakeholders perceive CSR as a 
sham, so it is important to examine how their perceptions of CSR effect their behaviors. While 
Friedman has made his comments, there is pushback with strategic CSR as May (2011) cites 
Porter and Kramer (2002) 
In a seeming nod to Friedman, Porter and Kramer suggest that each company select 
the issues that most directly intersect with its particular business. It does so by integrating 
inside-out and outside-in linkages. The former reflects how the company impacts on 
society and the latter reflects the societal conditions that affect the company. 
 
 Another issue with Corporate Social Responsibility that has recently been brought up, is 
its relationship with the Public sector. May & Roper (2014) address this issue explaining that 
there is more research needed for companies to look at the ethical dilemmas of CSR, and 
examine these initiatives produce a “greater good,” or if they just replace the public sector’s 
efforts at fixing these issues (782). Giridharadas (2018) argues that many corporations do not 
actually care to reform the world that we live in, but instead is “the defense of stasis” (12). His 
book is a critique of corporate social responsibility and the ability to “do well by doing good,” 
instead saying that while companies might believe they are changing the world, they are 
protecting the system, and not fixing the root of the problem (34).  
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Methods 
The study explored the perceived internal benefits of CSR by conducting interviews with 
employees, important stakeholders of a company, to determine how they explain and understand 
the personal effect of their company’s CSR efforts. The research questions that guided the thesis 
are: 
RQ1: How do companies consider employees’ perceived connection to their company’s 
CSR efforts ability to influence their relationship to the company?  
 
RQ2: How are CSR efforts influenced by internal employee purposes compared to other 
external stakeholder satisfactions, if at all? 
 
Participants 
 For this thesis, 10 employees of large businesses were interviewed. First, the term “large” 
must be defined in order to understand the limitations of the study. This thesis used the U.S. 
Small Business Administration standards to limit the size of the companies that are defined as 
large businesses. The companies used in this thesis must surpass the limit on a business’ number 
of employees or amount of annual receipts a business has as set by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (Size Standards). While there was a size factor that limited the companies used 
for this study, there were no geographical limitations placed on who can be interviewed. In 
addition, the interviews were not limited by industry. The industries represented in these 
interviews were: financial services, oil and gas, energy, metal manufacturing, mass media and 
entertainment, automotive, healthcare, banking, and technology. Of the 10 interviews, two 
companies were nonprofits and eight were for-profit. 
 The employees interviewed had to meet other qualifications, however. This thesis 
interviewed employees with a reasonable amount of knowledge of their company’s CSR efforts. 
Of the 10 interviewees, nine specifically worked in a CSR related job at their company. One 
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interviewee did not work in a CSR department but instead the communications department. This 
employee was interviewed even though she was not technically a CSR expert because of their 
insights into how average employees truly grasp the relationship of CSR. 
 In order to identify the participants in the study, this thesis attempted to use snowball 
sampling, which builds the sample from referrals (O’Leary, 2017). However, because of the 
nature of the interviewees, it was more reliable to use LinkedIn as the mode of recruitment. A 
sample message was sent to LinkedIn members requesting an interview (see Appendix A). The 
participants were all identified via LinkedIn (9 of 10 interviewees) or a personal connection (1 
interviewee). Snowball sampling was still used by using LinkedIn features to find individuals 
with similar job titles at other companies, as to those who were already interviewed. Table 1 
shows the profile of the 10 participants, including their industry and whether their company was 
for-profit or nonprofit.  
Table 1 
Participant Industry For-profit or Nonprofit 
1 Financial Services Nonprofit 
2 Oil and Gas For-profit 
3 Metal Manufacturing For-profit 
4 Mass Media and Entertainment For-profit 
5 Automotive For-profit 
6 Mass Media and Entertainment For-profit 
7 Healthcare Nonprofit 
8 Energy For-profit 
9* Banking For-profit 
10 Technology For-profit 
*Participant was not a CSR employee 
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UNC Institutional Review Board 
 Due to the sensitive nature of interviews, UNC’s Institutional Review Board was notified 
and approved of this process. The study was found to be exempt from federal human subjects 
research regulations; however, the exempt sheet was still sent to all interviewees in order to 
inform them of their rights (See Appendix B). It was ensured that no Personally Identifiable 
Information was disclosed, as responses to the issues under discussion could create a potential 
for employer retaliation. To minimize the potential for harm, interviewees are only identified as 
Participants 1-10 and their job titles. In addition, the companies were only identified by their 
industry. These parameters help to ensure the job security of employees, and encourage 
employees to speak more openly about their experiences. Anonymity is a balance of priorities of 
“maximizing protection of participants’ identities and maintaining the value and integrity of the 
data” (Saunders, Kitzinger, & Kitzinger, 2015).  
Data-Gathering Methods 
 In order to get a sense of how employees understand their company’s CSR efforts, semi-
structured, in-depth interviews were used as they offer detailed information and give insight into 
people’s thoughts and behaviors (Boyce & Neale, 2006). All 10 interviews were done over the 
phone. Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) have shown that telephone interviews can be a useful 
means to collect qualitative data. The shortest interview lasted 16 minutes and 15 seconds, and 
the longest lasted 32 minutes and 55 seconds. The average length of the interview was about 26 
minutes. All interviews were recorded, with the permission of the interviewee, and transcribed 
by the principal investigator. The interviewees were not given the questions beforehand, except 
for Participant 8, who requested them in advance and was sent broad themes (see Appendix D). 
Data Analysis 
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 As demonstrated by the work of Miller (2016), this thesis used grounded theory and 
constant comparative method to analyze the data collected. This method of analysis follows that 
“theory may be generated initially from the data, or, if existing (grounded) theories seem 
appropriate to the area of investigation, then these may be elaborated and modified as incoming 
data are meticulously played against them” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 273). As the interviews 
were conducted, the information was compared to information gleaned from prior interviews. As 
more information was gathered and analyzed, it better informed questions to ask the next 
interviewees and answer the research questions of the project. Strauss and Corbin (1990) explain 
that interviewing is often seen as a practice of grounded theory (as cited in Kolb, 2012). Using 
this mode of analysis allowed the interviews to have richer data, as the open-ended questions 
were substantiated by previous knowledge gained. This method of analysis gleaned themes and 
quotes from the interviews to answer the research questions proposed above. 
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Findings 
Historical precedent leads to new strategy 
 Throughout the interviews it became clear that the concept of CSR was not new for many 
of these organizations. While the broad idea is not new, the formal organization of certain 
strategic practices is. This was clear as many companies recently created CSR departments or 
strategic goals. So, while CSR has historically been a part of many of these companies’ ideals 
and agendas, it has just recently been formalized and acted on in a strategic manner. Participant 
1, a senior director of CSR at a financial services company, said: 
Giving back to our communities, where we live and work is really important to our 
company strategy, important to our objectives, it is a part of our heritage, our history. 
We’ve been around a hundred years and that’s really core and essential to who we are 
and our value system, supporting those who support others. 
 
While he explains the historical influence, the CSR department itself has only been around for 
four years at this company. This was a part of a larger trend among interviewees. For example, 
Participant 5, a Senior Director of CSR at an automobile dealership, explained that their CSR 
initiatives come from the heart of their founder; however, their official CSR department was just 
established in the past two years. As she mentioned, “branding it is more of a proactive way to 
keep it going, but it was already in existence here.” This trend of new programs was found 
almost across the board. One aspect of this came out in creating new departments and having a 
more formalized strategy of CSR initiatives. Of the 10 interviews, seven mentioned either pillars, 
areas, or frameworks that they decided to focus on and build their CSR initiatives around. While 
seven mentioned them, many seemed to be new pillars or recently defined pillars. Most of the 
employees themselves had not been in their CSR role for very long, as the longest was only 10 
years at an energy company.  
23 
 
 One possible driving factor for this shift comes from external pressures. A few of the 
interviewees mentioned an increase of external pressure on the upper management in recent 
years. Although companies have engaged with CSR practices for a long time, the external 
pressures recently led to the creation of more formalized CSR initiatives. For example, 
Participant 7, a sustainability director of an energy company for 30 years, described the shift of 
external factors in the way that people have historically cared:  
It used to be we would get that question, maybe once or twice every year form a 
European based small investor, but now it’s gone mainstream. Some of the large US-
based investors, they are asking questions of companies about their sustainability 
performance. So that’s definitely gotten the attention of our executives. 
 
Even though she mentioned that historically employees have cared about the environment for the 
last 30 years, the company has recently needed to showcase the tangible outputs of their CSR 
efforts.  
 In addition to this history, it is important to note that many of the employees mentioned 
aspects that have changed over the years. Most of the aspects of the programs and the practices 
themselves seemed relatively new, even if the CSR initiatives are a part of their history. One 
example of this is recognizing the change from top-down initiatives to more inclusive employee 
preferences. Participant 2 said: 
But in the old days, there was a lot of top-down campaigns, and in those tended to be 
executive pet projects so to speak, which was common. But the problem is when 
executive pet projects pushed down on employees, where there is pressure from 
employees to give, then that can generate resentment and pushback because maybe I’d 
like a choice where my company matches. 
 
This is an important difference that is just now being addressed by this company. While this is 
just one company, it is a noticeable shift in the way companies are thinking about their employee 
preferences. Another example came from Participant 4, a CSR manager at a media company, 
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explained their company is, “At the moment, mainly focusing on internal facing initiatives.” 
Thus, this shows how these organizations are still shifting in their focal areas of CSR. 
 Some companies are speaking with their employees directly through surveys and 
interviews to gauge interest for CSR practices they partake in. With these new initiatives, CSR 
leaders understand that they must have research to back up what they are finding. The same 
participant who mentioned that their company is focusing on internal initiatives explained how 
their company is doing this:  
We ended up administering a survey company wide, to our employees to find out exactly 
what issues they care about, how they’re currently volunteering in their communities, 
how they wish to become more involved, the cadence of the volunteer opportunities they 
wish to have. We ended up rolling this out, we got 6,000 responses company wide and 
then from there we did focus groups in each of our main locations. 
 
Notably, it was mentioned by many CSR leaders that they needed to have proof to their upper 
management that these initiatives are working. So, by being proactive in surveying employee 
preferences, they are able to show that these new initiatives are lining up with what their 
employees want and offer ways for them to engage.  
Paid Time Off 
 One popular way that companies are improving their employee engagement is through 
Paid Time Off (PTO) and employee volunteerism. Five interviewees mentioned PTO. Three of 
these companies are currently using PTO and two of them hoping to start it in the future. It 
seems that PTO allows employees to engage in the CSR activities that they care the most about, 
even if the company might not want to or have the ability to participate in them directly. This 
allows employees to have their own autonomy but doesn’t necessarily cost the company much to 
allow for such employee engagement. While they do pay the cost of losing productivity on a paid 
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day of work, the employee volunteerism allows a company to attach their name to the positive 
CSR efforts of said employees. Participant 9, a communications manager at a large bank, said: 
And then the community engagement side of things is you know employee volunteerism. 
As an employee I get two paid days off to volunteer at any organization of my choice, for 
example. So, our company is big on being very active in the communities in which we 
serve.  
 
Of those interviewed, PTO was seen as a generally positive way for employees to get engaged; 
however, there were mixed reviews on if employees actually use the PTO. For example, 
Participant 10, explains that their technology company offers 40 hours off but mentioned that it’s 
not all being used: 
And what we’re really trying to do is encourage people to take all 40 hours. Right now, 
we’re not even close to that – we’re like a little over half. Employees are just busy, and 
we’re trying to encourage it like you can take time off your job and we want managers to 
encourage that too. And we’re giving incentives for people who are kind of clocking in 
more of those hours. 
 
So, while it seems that more and more companies are looking at this option, it does not seem that 
they have, as Participant 10 claims, “cracked the nut” yet on how to get employees to fully use it. 
In addition, there are inconsistencies on the length of PTO companies offer their employees. 
While the technology company above was given 40 hours (a full five-day work week), a media 
company that was interviewed only provides one day. This discrepancy leads to a greater need 
for exploring what works and why.  
Business Strategy and Employee Initiatives 
One important aspect of a company’s initiatives that many interviewees mentioned was 
ensuring CSR initiatives were not out of left field per se but instead matched the overall business 
strategy of the company. So, while it seems that companies do want their employees to be 
involved in their CSR initiatives, there are still objectives companies must meet that match the 
pillars and business strategies mentioned above. For example, Participant 8 said:  
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Now, when it comes to the foundation making grants to nonprofits, then we do have of 
course some strategic areas that we as a company want to invest in. So that’s where our 
strategies and priorities come into account, but in terms of employee giving and 
employee volunteerism, we just encourage them to help the community, wherever their 
passions take them. 
 
So, while it might be true that companies want their employees to engage in their own 
volunteerism, the idea of employee preferences has not permeated every CSR initiative. It seems 
that this differentiation between employee volunteerism and company philanthropy is a way to 
allow companies to capitalize on their strategic initiatives and allow employees to engage in 
what they are passionate about.  
On the other hand, it could also be true that the larger CSR practices might match both 
employees’ preferences and business strategies. Participant 3, a CSR manager of a metal 
manufacturing company, said when planning their company’s initiatives:  
So, I think yes, it’s not something that was let’s start a “save the whale” campaign, it 
doesn’t mean it’s not a good cause, it’s just not something that is aligned with our 
business and aligned with who are people are and what they care about. 
 
This is echoed by Participant 10, a CSR partner at a technology company, who said:  
I’m not a fan of doing something out of your scope. We have no business in global health 
or things like that, but the things that we do are very close to the work that we’re in and 
the industry that we’re in. I am a fan of CSR programs that make sense to the business 
strategy, 100% absolutely. 
 
So, it seems that there might be two buckets that companies are looking at when they look at 
CSR initiatives. First, employees are able to do what they want through their PTO and 
sometimes starting their own initiatives. The second bucket is a philanthropic area where 
companies give their money. It doesn’t seem that there is much indication that employees’ 
preferences are involved in those, unless employees naturally have preferences that line up with 
the business’ preferences. For example, if someone works for an engineering company, and that 
company focuses on STEM education, as one of the interviewees mentioned, those employees 
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will most likely support it, as they themselves required a STEM education. However, they might 
also care more about the humane society or homelessness for personal reasons that do not match 
up with the company’s strategic investment in STEM education. This is echoed by Participant 2, 
a CSR manager at an engineering and energy company:  
So maybe the company doesn’t really care about food drives, I mean that doesn’t really 
give us a strategic advantage from a business standpoint, but if an employee really cares 
about it, then let’s empower the employee to get involved and make them happy… And 
then the other side is more engagement, so it’s not strategic externally to us. So, it might 
have a reputational benefit, but it doesn’t have an external driver other than reputation. 
But the main driver is employee engagement, recruitment and retention. So that side is 
more of our employee giving and volunteering.  
 
This seems to be a way for companies to allow employees to give their money and resources to 
organizations they care about while also maintaining CSR practices that are beneficial to other 
stakeholders.  
Doing Well by Doing Good 
 One idea that was floated around by some interviewees was the idea of “doing well by 
doing good.” It seemed that some of the interviewees had a desire to do well regardless of the 
business strategy that it actually provides because it’s the right thing to do. For example, 
Participant 9 said, “I really believe that being a good corporate citizen is good for everybody, and 
I do believe in the concept of doing well, by doing good.” This insinuates that these professionals 
believe companies should engage in these processes whether it actually has a benefit to the 
bottom line or not.  
 While individuals might have a personal connection for why they are passionate about 
CSR, they also commented that it is not usually enough to be used as a way to convince upper 
management of the importance of CSR. For example, Participant 4 explained: 
My endgame and my goal always when it comes to CSR will be positive social change 
and community impact. You know, really having an impact in communities that our 
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employees live and work, but I think that our company is more focused on what is the 
employee getting out of it. 
 
Although these employees might feel that it is something that is inherently good for companies 
to engage in, there is still understanding that upper management will most likely not feel the 
same. Doing well by doing good is a piece of the puzzle but not the complete part. Participant 3, 
said:  
CSR is really about a company’s influence of doing well and doing good. So, when you 
look at the whole definition of sustainability: people, planet, profit, that’s in a sense what 
companies should have in mind when they think about a holistic CSR strategy. It’s about 
using resources, using your influence, using your people to advance good and operate 
business in such a way that we leave the world better off by being in business. 
 
Although people might feel that CSR is inherently a good thing, it reiterates the findings that the 
bottom line is what matters to upper management.  
Upper Management 
 Throughout the interviews, the interviewees were asked to rate the level of importance of 
CSR initiatives to the upper management of their company. Of the five interviewees asked to 
give it a numerical value from 1-10, the lowest was a four and the highest was a 10. The average 
was a 7.8. Although there was a range of responses, it seemed to be positive overall. Participant 
1 said their upper management is: 
Really engaged and invested in making sure that [our company] demonstrates itself as a 
great corporate citizen. You see it from the top down folks involved, the support we 
receive, the advocacy. Really happy, really enthused by the groups’ involvement. 
 
This is a positive relationship that seems to benefit the company all together. The two groups that 
both gave their engagements a 10 said it stemmed from the CEO and their founder. Participant 6, 
noted that it was rare to have that much engagement:  
Our biggest projects, really come down from our CEO. He’s super passionate and really 
believes we are a mission driven company. We wouldn’t be able to do half of these things 
we are able to do if it wasn’t for our CEO support and upper management support. That’s 
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who at the end of the day approves our campaigns and gives us the funding to be able to 
do what we do. So yeah, I would definitely say it’s a 10. I’d think having worked at a few 
different companies, it’s pretty unique because I don’t think it’s like that everywhere else. 
 
 On the other hand, some representatives realized the room for improvement. Even 
employees that offered low scores mentioned areas that could improve and change. First, 
Participant 4 said:  
I think they know it’s the right thing to do and we have a lot of leaders who engage in it, 
but there’s always room for improvement and personal engagement. And also ensuring 
that we put the resources behind it in every sense of the way and not just adding more 
money in terms of what we give, but also in how we run the program and how we might 
want to eventually offer PTO for volunteering, so I think that’s where I would say 6.5 
because there is still room to improve. 
 
In addition, Participant 2 said that even though right now it is a low score, external factors are 
driving a positive change and it is likely the scores will increase. 
Human Resources 
One area of a business that seems to have a large effect on the CSR department is the 
Human Resources (HR) department. The HR department focuses on employees and their 
preferences, so it is logical that CSR would work with this department. Based on the interviews, 
these relationships seem to fall into three categories: roadblock, indifference, and active helper. 
All of these aspects effect the CSR department in different ways.  
Roadblock 
 The first way that HR interacts with CSR is by creating a roadblock for CSR employees. 
Participant 2 was the only interviewee that mentioned a negative relationship with HR; however, 
it is important to examine what the effect of a negative relationship is on a company’s efforts. It 
is important to recognize that her company just recently went through a merger that might have 
affected the HR relationship. She describes the problem as: 
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The roadblock is HR department. You have a lot of traditional HR professionals, who are 
just not “people people”. It’s an internal challenge to get HR people to pay attention to 
engagement and not just the administration of people… The roadblock is traditional 
mindsets. It’s very transactional. People are not viewed as valuable human beings’ 
contribution and driving our business. 
 
This is a problem because the HR department is actually hindering the ability of the CSR 
professionals to prove the successfulness of CSR amongst employees. If the HR department has 
not “bought in” to the positive effects of CSR, it is more difficult for the CSR department to get 
feedback from employees. After further questions, Participant 2 explained that she believes the 
problem stems from business education. In her opinion, MBA and other business programs are 
not teaching the importance of social responsibility.  
Indifference 
 After the second interview, asking interviewees about the HR department became a 
regular question. Many of the interviewees seemed to say that it is not an important aspect of 
their job, and that they are able to do it well without needing much input from the HR 
department. For example, Participant 7 said:  
Right now I would say they’re separate. The only department, well not only, but one of 
the departments we work closely with is our community benefit department, which is in 
charge of reporting kind of on our philanthropic side, but from an HR perspective with 
recruiting and retention, we don’t work with them a ton. You know PR would be the 
closest we get to really getting our stories out, but I think working with HR would be a 
great opportunity for us. 
 
While HR might not be a major factor now, there is the possibility that it could become more 
important in the future. Participant 4 mentioned that while they might work with HR when they 
have new recruits and new employees, they explained that CSR “is not a driving factor of 
working with HR.” So, while these interviewees might have some sort of relationship with the 
HR department, it is not a necessary component of their day-to-day job. 
Positive Relationship 
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 The final type of relationship with HR is positive, where CSR employees work with the 
HR department. This has manifested itself in different ways in different companies. Participant 4, 
who earlier said the HR relationship was not a driving factor of the CSR efforts, explained the 
potential of new positives coming from the relationship. She said she views the relationship as, 
“definitely positive, really positive. They add a lot of value to our work. HR I think is going to be 
constantly evolving for how we can look to them.” On the opposite end of the spectrum, 
Participant 10 explained that their CSR department is actually nestled in their HR department. 
When asked why their company groups them together, she explained:  
We thought about this at our company because we used to have a foundation, and it was a 
standalone but we realized that CSR needs to be a core part of our internal strategy and 
our business. So, the thing that drives it the most, is actually its people…So it made more 
sense to go into HR and in turn it also makes our employees more engaged, happier, more 
productive. So, there is just a lot of reasons to envelope it in there and if you look at kind 
of our Glassdoor or Fortune Best Companies to work for, a lot of people say that one of 
the things that make their employee experience great is because of our give back culture. 
So, it kind of made sense more there than like engineering, or marketing or just the stand 
alone department.  
 
This takes the positive relationship to a new level, as the CSR employees are actually a part of 
the HR department. This close relationship highlights the importance of CSR for this company. 
They view CSR as a way for employees to engage and they care about how their engagements 
affect the employees.  
Drawbacks 
It was important for this study to understand the limitations of CSR in addition to the 
positive contributions. Interviewees were asked about potential drawbacks of their CSR 
initiatives, and their responses can be grouped into four main buckets: limited funds, lack of 
sustainability, need for other programs, and inherent risks. However, it should be noted that most 
interviewees did not like the term drawbacks and instead preferred words like “limitations.” 
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While no interview participants were keen on the word drawbacks itself, when they started 
describing the limitations of CSR, they could be considered drawbacks. 
Limited Funds 
 The first potential drawback of CSR came from some interviewees who explained that 
there were limitations in what they are able to support. This was mentioned by two nonprofit 
companies, as well as mentioned by a large media for-profit company, indicating that it is not 
solely a nonprofit problem. For example, participant 6, a manager of CSR at a for-profit media 
company, said: 
Not a drawback, there are certainty limitations in certain ways what you can do. In terms 
of funding is always an issue. Sort of focus in, you can’t support anything and everyone, 
so in some ways it’s a little disappointing, so you really have to focus… I certainly 
haven’t seen any drawbacks. Some campaigns are more successful than others, but you 
learn from those and hope that the next one is better. 
 
These limited funds were mentioned by only three of the 10 companies; however, they did not 
view them as drawbacks, because it was too negative of a view. One interviewee explained that 
one of the problems with limited funding is having to explain to their employees that they are 
unable to support everything. This could indicate limited funds has a notable effect on employee 
stakeholders. While these companies mentioned the limited resources, another interviewee, 
Participant 10, commented that limited funds were not a problem. The interviewee had asked 
what other interviewers had said about drawbacks, and after mentioning “not enough money had 
been brought up,” she explained that she did not see that as a problem for her company: 
I guess it just kind of goes for [our company], because we have so much support from the 
CEO and leadership team, that of course resources are always going to be a challenge 
because we’re not bringing in money, we’re a cost center. But, we have a pretty good 
ROI model, so we know if something is not worth the investment, then we’re not going to 
blame it on the lack of funds, that’s not the right place for us to be in right now.  
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This is an interesting perspective, as it does agree that sometimes certain things will not be 
pursued, but instead of seeing it as a limitation, this company views it as a measure of success of 
the CSR initiatives.  
Sustainability 
 Another potential drawback that was mentioned by interviewees was the sustainability of 
the efforts of CSR for companies. Interviewees questioned if their efforts make a difference, or if 
there is no real long-lasting impact. Participant 4 said: 
I think something that I am really conscious of, I wouldn’t call it a drawback, is when 
you bring, and this is also coming from my experience in the nonprofit field before this, 
when you craft employee opportunities and events sometimes it’s really tough to envision 
how the product of that volunteering will be sustained beyond that like perhaps singular 
day that the employees actually invest their time. 
 
This understanding that some of the efforts are not long-lasting changes was echoed by other 
CSR individuals as well. From one-time meal drives to one day clean-up of parks, CSR leaders 
are aware of the importance of long-lasting effects. Both interviewees that recognized this 
problem used “impact” to measure the success of CSR practices. This was not just something 
mentioned by the CSR professionals themselves but one interviewee mentioned that other 
employees at their company brought it up to them as a way that to “thoughtfully challenge” 
them.  
 Participant 10 explained her concerns about social entrepreneurship only putting a Band-
Aid on issues, but not solving the root of the problem.  
I read [Winners Take All] and what it talks about, a lot of these philanthropic, CSR, 
social entrepreneurship, a lot of them are doing more harm than good because we’re not 
engaging with the public sector. And essentially what we’re doing are Band-Aids. So, if 
we’re trying to solve homelessness, and we give $50 million to a nonprofit that’s dealing 
with that, that’s great but we need to also work with the city of San Francisco, so that 
there are systemic changes. So that when the $50 million run out, that’s not the end of. 
Obviously, they’ll keep raising funds and doing great work, but in the long term, that’s 
not the solution that there’s systemic challenges to someone getting access, someone who 
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had a criminal record to get a lease, and things like that we need to work more closely 
with the public sector on. 
 
This concern is that the philanthropy of companies is simply placating problems for the time 
being, but not fixing the structural issues. This echoes the above concerns about the sustainability 
of projects but points to the need of working with the public sector as a way to combat the 
limitations of this sustainability. This finding suggests that these CSR initiatives need to really be 
beneficial for society, and more time needs to be spent looking into how that can happen. 
Only a part of the solution  
 While this project was examining the impact of employees’ preferences on their 
retention, Participant 3 explained that in her experience, CSR is not enough alone to keep 
someone at a company and make them feel included: 
I’ve had some of the people that have been highly involved and highly care about CSR 
who have gone to other companies. And I think that’s the key thing – CSR can’t stand 
alone in keeping people there. Development and HR progression has got to be there as 
well. 
 
So, although CSR has some positive impacts that these employees have mentioned, it cannot be 
the only benefit a company offers their employees. Her comments do not negate the importance 
of CSR but do question its ability to be the only thing that keeps employees in their position.  
Risks of CSR   
 CSR practices are not always a safe undertaking and can cause backlash among different 
stakeholders if they are not in the right business. Participant 9, a corporate communications 
employee at a large bank, noted that CSR can be risky. She was the only interviewee that is not 
currently in a direct CSR role and is able to see different problems from an employee 
perspective, unlike the other interviewees. While she mentions the risks, she does not think it 
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should stop a company from engaging in CSR. Instead, it should make it more important that 
companies are connected in their business strategy and CSR efforts. She said:  
Well of course there are risks, there are inherent risks in everything that a company could 
chose to do, I think that it’s been proven though by research and by case study that 
investing the time and energy to thoughtful investigate a company’s impact on any 
stakeholders is usually worth the time and making adjustments to ensure that those 
stakeholders think you are adding value, that you are bringing good into the world is a 
good thing. 
 
So, although she does see, or at least recognize, more risks than the CSR employees, she still 
believes that it is an important business practice and the benefits outweigh the risks.  
Employee Benefits of CSR 
 Every interviewee asked about the importance of employee engagements in CSR agreed 
that it was important; however, their reasonings were different. The rational for why they were 
important fell into two major, somewhat intertwined, categories: networking within the company 
and being a part of something bigger.  
Networking within the company 
 A common theme mentioned by the interviewees was how CSR activities that employees 
engage in are able to bring them together outside of the office and offer them networking 
opportunities. Participant 3 explained why she thinks CSR is an important activity for employees 
to engage in:  
I think it goes back to relationship building. So, when you’re building a Habitat Home or 
when you’re serving meals at a shelter or other entity, there are no titles or people have 
different skills. So, I think it builds relationships in a different manner and those are 
always very helpful when you have an issue or need to get things done. 
 
This relationship building lasts beyond the CSR act itself and can further lasting relationships 
among employees. Of the 10 interviews, six mentioned the idea of networking or connecting 
with other employees as a benefit of employees engaging in CSR. In addition to networking, one 
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interviewee mentioned the benefit of leadership experience employees can gain when they 
participate in these activities.  
Part of Something Bigger 
As another part of the networking within a company, some of the interviewees mentioned 
the bigger picture of CSR. This engagement is not just for employees that work together on the 
day-to-day, but also those that don’t regularly work together. Participant 7, of a nonprofit 
healthcare organization said: 
I think it’s a great way to connect employees form different departments, especially when 
you’re in a big organization that just feels like you don’t know anyone, or you're just 
interacting with your small team. You feel like you’re a part of a bigger family and you 
know ultimately, I think working for an organization that creates a culture of giving and 
philanthropy is our goal. 
 
This paints a bigger picture of the company as a whole, not just the individual departments. This 
connection is not just to make the employees feel good but can also lead to helping the bottom 
line. Participant 7 expanded further when she said, “I think that it helps with employee retention, 
engagement, satisfaction. I think there have been plenty of studies where millennials want to feel 
like they’re giving back and connected and part of an organization that cares.” The idea of being 
a part of a bigger picture and having a larger impact is closely intertwined with being able to 
network among employees within a business. All of these aspects help engage employees and 
expand the reach of the company.  
Knowledge of importance and millennials  
 Through the interviews, it was often found that CSR professionals are aware of studies 
that show employees care about the role CSR plays in making employees happier. These were 
often vague references to “studies;” however, some were specific, including naming the Deloitte 
studies. This knowledge shows that CSR professionals are aware of and looking towards 
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scholarly research to help inform their decisions. Participant 3 recognized how research helps 
upper management understand its importance: 
I think they realize that and there have been lots of studies that show that the role that 
retainment as a result of a company that is active in giving back and volunteering, the 
important role that that plays in acquisition, retainment, development. 
 
The research seemed to be specifically in reference to millennials. Two interviewees mentioned 
the importance towards millennials; however, Participant 9 mentioned the studies in addition to 
being important for other generations as well:  
I know there is research on millennials in the workplace that says that we want to feel 
good about the company that we’re working with and we want to make an impact on the 
world, but I feel like that isn’t limited to just one generation. I feel like that’s human 
nature to want to feel good about what they do every day. 
 
This seems that some CSR professionals view this only as a millennial need. Participant 8, a 
sustainability director of an energy company, who has been at the company for 40 years, said, 
“There’s tons of research of the millennial generation, that they want to work for companies that 
have a purpose that’s bigger than just making profit.” So, although it seems that companies are 
using research to justify their actions, some are keeping it confined to the “millennial” 
generation, which is also broadly used to describe those now entering the workforce.  
Mandatory CSR initiatives 
 Throughout the interviews, every one of the 10 interviewees denied any mandatory CSR 
initiatives that their employees must engage in. The only interviews that mentioned having 
mandatory practices came from the director of sustainability of an energy company and a CSR 
team member of an engineering company who both explained all employees must be compliant 
with policies and laws and regulations; however, this is more of a compliance than CSR 
initiative. Not only are there not any mandatory practices, most of the interviewees we’re very 
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adamantly against the notion that there would ever be a mandatory volunteering event. 
Participant 4 explained: 
I think making volunteer events mandatory is contradictory. If you’re going to offer 
volunteering events it should be something folks who actually want to do end up doing, I 
don’t think you want to voluntold anyone that they have to do things. 
 
Another interviewee explained that they want their employees to feel inspired to volunteer and 
given the opportunity through their company, but it is not a condition of employment. While 
currently none of the companies interviewed have mandatory events Participant 4 also said:  
I don’t see us ever making it mandatory. I’ve heard from other companies they sold 
employee volunteering into the performance review process which I think is really 
interesting, but that would definitively take us a while to get to. I think we need to show 
some success first. 
 
So, while there is nothing mandatory, many of the interviewees did say that it was still highly 
encouraged.  
Technology 
 After speaking with many of the interviewees, new or existing technology was often 
brought up as a way to help facilitate employee volunteer initiatives. This technology included 
Facebook workface and internal websites. At least two of the interviewees mentioned that this 
use of technology is new and either recently launched or will be launched in the next few 
months. Therefore, the impact of this technology is not yet able to be studied. However, this new 
technology is seen as a way to help streamline the employee volunteerism and make it easier for 
employees to work together. One example is Participant 6 who said it is a way to see what CSR 
activities they most care about:  
We ask the employees to contact us and let us know what they care about. We just started 
using Facebook workplace it’s been a great tool for us to communicate with our 
employees and see how they react to things and what they care about. 
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Beyond getting feedback, it has also been used by the HR department to help streamline their 
jobs of tracking hours and PTO. For example, Participant 7 said, “We’re actually launching a 
team member volunteer, I call it a tool, but essentially, it’s an internal website where team 
members can go and see all of the opportunities that there are to volunteer in the community.” 
So, the technology is allowing CSR team members to get more real-time feedback and keep track 
of their employees’ engagement. Although these are newly used tools, it will be important to see 
the effect of this technology on the ability of CSR employees to better their CSR efforts.  
Natural Disasters 
 While almost all of the companies interviewed had different business objectives and 
therefore different pillars of businesses that they focus on, four companies of different industries: 
media, technology, energy and healthcare, all mentioned that natural disasters are a popular time 
for their employees and company to engage in CSR efforts. All of these industries are affected 
by natural disasters. Even though it might not be in their formal strategy to engage in relief 
efforts, it does align with their overall objectives. Participant 6 said: 
There’s always a lot of employee engagement when there’s some sort of natural disaster. 
This past summer and fall with all the wildfires in California, employees were really 
reaching out, wanting to help, knowing what they can do. Also, around all of the 
hurricanes we had. We know around things like that, employees definitely want to 
engage and see where they can help out. 
 
This is something that should be continued to look at as climate change is causing an increase of 
natural disasters. It might be a more common necessity for companies to participate in disaster 
relief as a part of their CSR initiatives.   
United Way 
Four different interviewees mentioned working with United Way. The use of United Way 
spanned four industries: engineering, energy, banking, and healthcare. Because of the large reach 
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of United Way, some might assume that companies view this organization as an important 
company to engage with; however, it is not seen in the brightest light by everyone. Participant 2 
said: 
If they think that the United Way is the best charity, and that’s what we need to be doing, 
then there’s no way to convince them even if you show them there’s no benefit to the 
bottom line and employee choice and matching campaigns would be much more 
beneficial for productivity, for retention and for recruitment they don’t care, because they 
have their personal bias and personal drive. 
 
So, it seems that United Way might be a favorite of the corporate world. After asking one of the 
interviewees why she thinks United Way is favored by so many, she described the reach of 
United Way as  
I think one of the things that sets United Way a part is that if you’re a company coming to 
the table with a check to write, you want the person receiving that check to say things like 
“I have the infrastructure in place to do X, I’m also going to be able to measure this over 
time, I’m going to be able to give you statistics, I’m going to be able to track this. We’ve 
invested in this community and we’re not going anywhere, those kinds of things. So 
united way is uniquely positioned as that nonprofit who has penetrated smaller 
communities, yet leverages an infrastructure that is nationwide, worldwide. 
 
In full disclosure, she used to work for a public relations firm where United Way was one of her 
clients. The use of United Way seems to be a way for a company to make a commitment to CSR 
initiatives, without having to take a stand on an issue. She also explained that while United Way 
isn’t a bad company, it is not as beneficial in the long run strategically: 
Connect it to the brand. I think that that might allow our company to make more 
sustainable, strategic progress on a specific issue, rather than right now. United Way is 
one of our biggest partners, and you know United Way kind of tackles a whole host of 
issues… I don’t think a company donating to causes could ever really be a bad thing, but 
I also think that a company should get the most bang for their buck when they are. They 
should get credit for that. 
 
This highlights that CSR employees are thinking about this strategy, but it is not fully figured 
out. It also seems to merge with the history and change of companies. United Way has been a 
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leader for many corporations for a long time, but companies might be focusing on other ways 
that they can make longer impacts than partnering with United Way.  
 
 
 
  
42 
 
Discussion 
History 
 This study found that employees interpret the term CSR and what it encompasses 
differently. The interviews with CSR and communication employees further confirmed Dalhsrud 
(2008) assertation that there is no universally agreed upon definition of CSR. While there was no 
unified definition, there were common themes of “doing well by doing good,” positive impact on 
community, and purposeful. None of the definitions provided by the interviewees directly 
defined what activities were labeled as CSR, but defined it in a broader sense and concept. The 
definitions might not have aligned perfectly; however, the main theme consistently came across: 
CSR should have a positive impact on the world. Further, not only is there not one definition, 
many of the interviewees actually had different definitions than the companies that they worked 
for. This disconnect in definitions might not necessarily be a bad thing; however, if there are 
substantial differences between the definition form companies and employees it could lead to 
some resentment or internal discord. As most of these employees are the ones that set the course 
for CSR, other employees outside of those in these departments might have even stronger 
opinions on what the disconnect is for CSR definitions.  
Internal communication  
A common theme was that CSR efforts need to be communicated better to the 
employees. Whether this was how employees are able to volunteer or what the company is doing 
in their efforts, many of the interviewees mentioned the need to share practices within the 
broader company. Some companies, for example both large media companies, are engaging in 
the two-way symmetrical communication to build CSR efforts that Miller (2016) suggested. This 
communication comes from new technology, including internal websites and Facebook, as well 
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as traditional modes of research like company-wide surveys. This increased communication; 
however, has not completely solved the CSR problems, as companies are still trying to get their 
employees more engaged. As mentioned above, an information technology company is far from 
the level of employee volunteerism engagement they hope to have.  
This internal communication to employees should also have a positive effect on their 
employees according to Pettit, Goris & Vaught (1997). It is hard to judge the effect of the 
internal communications, as the technology and focus on internal communications is just 
recently being taken on by CSR leaders. However, one notable factor is where this 
communication of CSR initiatives is coming from. One of the interviewees with the highest 
reported level of support for CSR initiatives, explained that it came from the top-down because 
of the CEO and his massive support being communicated to employees that allows such high 
support for the CSR initiatives. While it is clear that the upper management is communicating its 
thoughts to other employees, it is unclear if that is two-way communication as Pincus et al. 
(1990) recommend. In addition, the company with the lowest level of upper management buy-in 
seemed to have the most frustrations about the CSR abilities of their company. Participant 2 
explained that the “executive pet projects” that the leaders of their company push for feel that 
they are just pushed upon employees without their opinions being considered, and the need to 
stop participating in those projects. This furthers Men’s (2014) argument that leaders are needed 
for symmetrical communication, not asymmetrical to really have an effect on employees feeling 
a part of their company. As the initiatives are what the upper management cares about, not what 
employees are engaged in, resentment and frustration are able to build within the company. So, 
in both instances, it does seem that the communication of upper management’s initiatives is 
important for CSR employees themselves to have job satisfaction, and could be further felt by 
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other employees as well. However, this communication should still be symmetrical, not 
asymmetrical.  
While it is helpful that employees have satisfaction with upper management and their 
CSR efforts, companies still care about the ROI of CSR. Many of the interviewees shared 
sentiments that they need to prove the usefulness of CSR to upper management or Human 
Resources. While this seems obviously important, interviewees echoed Sprague & Del Brocco 
(2002) that it is difficult to measure; however, it did seem that many of the interviewees were 
able to or are working on ways to measure it. Modes of measurement include interviews, surveys 
and tracking participation to find what CSR initiatives work the best. There were mentions of 
improving retention among employees if they were engaged in the CSR efforts; however, it was 
also found that sometimes the employees that engage in those efforts the most would still leave 
the company because a lack of further development. So, while CSR may be beneficial for some, 
it is not enough to say that it is the only way, or even the most beneficial way for companies to 
get a higher ROI from their employees; however, it can be accompanied with other initiatives to 
increase their ROI.  
Strategic Integration 
 A common theme that consistently came up was the need for companies to align their 
business strategies with their CSR efforts. As Participant 3 said, “it’s not something that was 
let’s start a “save the whale” campaign, it doesn’t mean it’s not a good cause, it’s just not 
something that is aligned with our business and aligned with who are people are and what they 
care about.” This alignment seems to echo Porter and Kramer (2011) proposed Corporate Shared 
Value. Many of the companies included investing in future education for their specific 
workforce. This shared value, of improving education while also simultaneously having a more 
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educated and able workforce creates value for both the company and the individuals in society. 
An investment in education, especially community colleges and technical skills, helps both the 
company and the individuals in society.  
 Another way this is further explored is both in the employee volunteerism and the larger 
philanthropic goals of a company. It seems that many of the employee volunteer efforts do not 
necessarily match with the business objectives, but instead are what employees care about. This 
is not a part of the shared value of companies, but instead their employee’s engagement is 
outside of their scope.  
Problems with CSR 
 While the interviewees all had a vested interest in the positive aspects of CSR, there was 
still a recognition of drawbacks. While many seemed to not like the way the phrase was worded, 
their concerns were legitimate and agreed with the current literature on CSR. For example, many 
were fearful of the sustainability of CSR efforts and if they are helpful or harmful. Participant 4 
explained that she is always looking at the sustainability of these CSR efforts. Is it long-term or 
is it just a quick-fix? This is shown in Devinney’s (2009) argument that sometimes CSR can be 
more harmful than helpful. If companies are not truly invested in the communities but are just 
helping with short projects, it can hurt society more in the long-run.  
 This is furthered with its relationship to the government and the public sector. As May & 
Roper (2014) look at the ethical dilemmas of CSR, it is important to see if these philanthropic 
company goals are actually benefiting society, or if it is just offering a Band-Aid over the 
problems they are encountering. This is something that will need to be explored further, as CSR 
initiatives will have data of the long-term effects. In addition, when looking at which initiatives 
to invest in, companies must increasingly look at their business strategy of what they are doing. 
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As Wagner, Lutz, & Weitz (2009) say, it is important to have consistency in the CSR strategies 
to give them legitimacy. This furthers the argument that companies should have a shared value 
strategy and approach for the most effective CSR efforts.  
 The findings of this study do however push back on the notion that companies solely do it 
for reputational management. While the CSR employees did recognize the effects of external 
factors on their initiatives, it was clear that those were not the only drivers. Some mentioned 
reputation was needed to convince upper management of CSR’s importance, but it was often 
explained that that was not the sole reason that these CSR employees do their job. Often, it was 
more of an intrinsic desire to better the world and the communities that they are a part of. So, at 
least at the CSR employee level, it seems that customers should not be skeptical of the altruism 
of these employees as Rim & Kim (2016) described some are. Instead customers can trust that 
those actually caring out the activities are at large doing it because they believe in its purpose 
and the good that it can provide. However, it is still true that some of these companies are not 
fully integrated in why they care about these policies, and upper managements’ influence on 
what is important still matters and can have a positive or negative effect.  
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Recommendations 
 After concluding my research there were many themes leading to five recommendations 
for CSR professionals on ways to get the most out of their CSR initiatives.  
1. Align Business Strategies 
It became overwhelmingly clear that the CSR representatives with the most positive 
things to say about their company’s initiatives felt that way because the initiatives made sense. 
Going outside of one’s scope just because companies believe it looks good can cost them both 
their employees support and the benefits of satisfaction and retention. In addition, if a company 
invests in areas that they and their employees are knowledgeable about, those actions will most 
likely be more sustainable in the long-run. As one interviewee said, “employees are smart,” they 
are knowledgeable about what they care about. If one assumes that employees are in their field 
of work because they are passionate about it, then aligning the business strategy with the CSR 
efforts will inherently also make employees more engaged with the efforts. While it is a large 
assumption, it is logical as most companies want their employees to care about their job and the 
work that they are doing. 
2. Understand the Sustainability of CSR efforts 
When examining what a company should invest in, it’s important for these companies to 
make sure that their plans are sustainable and do not harm the world more than they help it. 
Implementing the shared value concept will help both the business and society. While short-term 
projects bring employees together and offer networking within the company, the effects of those 
efforts should be studied further than just the number of employees engaged in them. While this 
is more work, and engaging in the short-term is easier, knowing the long-term benefit will help 
employees feel that they are a part of something larger and will lead to less skepticism from the 
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public. When companies are able to show that their CSR efforts are not reactionary or random, 
they are able to better legitimize their business and the purpose of their company and the CSR 
efforts they are engaging in. This legitimacy will help with both internal and external 
stakeholders because the impact is genuine.  
3. Importance of Employee feedback  
Many of the companies are already seeming to get feedback from their employees about 
their CSR efforts; however, this importance cannot be overstated. Beyond just surveys of what 
people like, based on the findings it seems that CSR employees should figure out what their 
employees already know. While a CSR representative might be aware of the PTO initiatives, the 
philanthropic giving, and ethical practices, it is important to see understand exactly what 
employees are grasping and if there is any disconnect. If they’re not taking all of their PTO, is it 
because they are unaware of how much they have? Are they unaware of what qualifies for PTO? 
What are those barriers? Asking employees to explain what they currently know will allow CSR 
employees to see where the communication is broken and what needs to be highlighted. In order 
to get the greatest return on investment of CSR, companies need to make sure that employees are 
aware of what is already happening in addition to what they care about. While interviewing them 
about what they want to see their company engage in is important, it is equally important to 
know where they are coming from. For example, companies might already be engaging in 
activities their employees suggest and are simply unaware of the issues that the company is 
tackling. This could mean investing more resources in internal communication, instead of 
external. On the other hand, it could also be that there is too much communication and too many 
channels that employees are feeling overloaded. As the only non-CSR employee mentioned, 
there are so many email reminders to log PTO and other volunteer efforts, which could possibly 
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become overwhelming. Gaining insights from employees about what they know and how they 
are informed will allow companies to invest in effective communication, which will in turn lead 
to more effective CSR. 
4. More than just employee volunteerism 
While employee volunteerism is a great way to have employees feel as though they have 
a say in their CSR efforts, the findings suggest that CSR employees should also see if their 
philanthropic and ethical goals meet what employees desire. It is helpful to have employee 
volunteerism be a way for employees to engage, but if they do not feel a part of the larger 
decisions it could feel inauthentic. So, is United Way really the best company to be giving 
money to? Is there something that greater aligns with a company’s initiatives, is sustainable and 
employees can get excited about? This is in no way to insinuate that employees are the only 
stakeholders and their preferences should be looked at greater than external stakeholders, but it is 
helpful to look and see if there is a way to align all 3 – external, internal and business strategies. 
This could be more sustainable in the long-run because if employees truly care about the CSR 
efforts they will most likely be more invested and therefore more effective. It is at least worth the 
question to employees: Where do you hope your company money goes? It could line up in a way 
that makes sense for all involved.  
5. Human Resources 
The final recommendation for CSR professionals is to foster a positive, mutually 
beneficial relationship with the HR department. This relationship is critical for employee 
engagements with CSR efforts. When working with HR, CSR professionals should try to include 
CSR as a part of employee satisfaction surveys and recruiting efforts. This will help legitimize 
the CSR efforts to upper management as HR can gather data that shows the impact of CSR 
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efforts across the company. The HR department’s direct contact with employees makes them an 
essential department to work with. It is key that HR understands the value and importance of 
CSR to ensure that employees do as well.  
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Limitations and Future Research 
 The first limitation of this study is the nature of qualitative studies. Only 10 people were 
interviewed from different industries and experiences. This limits the ability of the data to be 
generalized and does not allow blanket conclusions and recommendations. While themes were 
able to be found, it is impossible to generalize these findings. Further research may want to focus 
more fully on singular sectors, or quantitative methods may be able to be used to obtain more 
generalizable findings. 
Another limit of this research is that it was conducted using employees of CSR, who have 
a different view of CSR initiatives than those of actual employees engaging, or not engaging, in 
these activities. May & Roper (2014) argue that CSR studies need to look at all levels of 
employees, not just managers, and this study was limited in its ability to reach other employees. 
While the CSR employees were able to speak some from internal surveys, it would be important 
for studies to look at how employees respond to these initiatives, in an anonymous feedback 
area, such as an academic setting. Are they able to truly articulate what their company is 
involved in? How do they make sense of CSR? 
Another limitation is that the surveys were a maximum of 30 minutes. There are many 
more questions and themes that could have been explored to glean other data. In addition, 
because of the use of constant comparative method, not every question was asked to every 
interviewee which could skew the results and limit the amount of rich data. That is just a 
limitation of the research, as one cannot go back to the original interviewee after they find new 
information out. That means that the earlier interviewees might have had more information about 
themes that later came up, but due to the nature the study, they were not able to be explored. The 
method itself shapes interview bias that also limits the application of the findings. 
52 
 
This study was also limited by the newness of the internal side of CSR. Many companies 
are just recently starting to look at the internal side of CSR. So, they are just now starting to send 
out surveys and get feedback and there is not much data for them to speak to. If this study would 
be conducted in another 5 years there would be more data to explore the success of initiatives. 
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Conclusion 
 This thesis sought to answer questions about employee engagement and internal 
communications in respect to CSR efforts of companies. It looked at this issue by conducting in-
depth phone interviews with 10 CSR and communications professionals at large companies. The 
first question it sought to answer was how companies account for an employee’s relationship to 
their CSR efforts ability to influence their relationship to the company; however, the findings 
focused more on how CSR professionals are addressing the need to match employees’ 
preferences to their CSR efforts. This study found that CSR is becoming a more strategic 
endeavor and professionals are realizing that their initiatives must line up with many 
stakeholders. The second question that this study addressed was the level of internal and external 
stakeholders’ effects on CSR efforts. While there was no clear consensus, it did seem that 
companies were at least focusing on internal audiences more than ever before. The study 
concluded with recommendations for CSR professionals and ideas for future research.  
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Appendix A 
Below is the sample recruitment message that was sent to prospective interviewees via LinkedIn 
or email. 
 
“Hello my name is Abbey Shepard. I am a senior undergraduate student at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. I am conducting on Honors Thesis on the effect of Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) on internal communications and employees.  
 
I see from your profile that you would be good to speak to OR / ________ recommended I speak 
to you because of your experience with the CSR efforts of your company. Would you be willing 
to participate in a short interview at your convenience about your experiences with CSR in your 
company? Your information (name and company) will be anonymous.  
 
Please let me know if you would be willing to participate in this study.  
 
Abbey Shepard 
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Appendix B 
 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Research Information Sheet 
IRB Study #: 18-3255 
Principal Investigator: Abbey Shepard 
 
The purpose of this research study is to examine the internal benefits of Corporate Social 
Responsibility. You are being asked to take part in a research study because you are Human 
Resources representative, Corporate Social Responsibility employee or general employees at for-
profit companies   
 
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this research 
study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later.  
 
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in an interview either 
in-person, over the phone, or a platform like Skype. Your participation in this study will take 
about 30 minutes. We expect that 5-15 people will take part in this research study. 
 
You can choose not to answer any question you do not wish to answer. You can also choose to 
stop taking the survey at any time. You must be at least 18 years old to participate. If you are 
younger than 18 years old, please stop now. 
 
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are: 
§ Potential loss of confidentiality of data including name and company while unlikely is 
possible if there is a data breach 
 
To protect your identity as a research subject the researcher(s) will not share your information 
with anyone. In any publication about this research, your name or other private information will 
not be used. 
 
You can also say yes now and change your mind later, please contact the individual listed at the 
top of the application, and all of your data will be destroyed. 
 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact the Investigator named at the top of 
this form by calling 704-299-6041 or emailing abbshep@live.unc.edu. If you have questions or 
concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review 
Board at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
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Appendix C 
 
Building from an existing study from Miller (2016) that focused on CSR, the following question 
map was developed as an interview guide. In addition to using Miller’s (2016) template, some 
new questions were developed for this specific thesis. 
Question Map 
1. Please describe your role within the company 
a. How long have you been at your company? 
b. What does your day-to-day look like?  
 
2. Please describe what Corporate Social Responsibility means to you 
a. Please describe what you perceive it to mean to your company 
b. Why do you think your company’s view of CSR differs, or doesn’t differ, from 
your personal view? 
c. [Provide definition for this project]. What stands out to you as differences 
between your definition and that of the World Council of Business?  
d. Is there anything you would change about your definition after hearing this one? 
If so, what? 
 
3. What are your personal volunteering roles in your life, if any? 
a. Why did you choose these organizations/ causes to care about? 
b. Do you feel a personal connection to these causes?  
c. If so, why? 
 
4. What CSR practices does your company engage in? 
a. Which ones do you directly help with, if any? 
b. Why do you directly help with these activities? 
c. Do you feel obligated to engage in these activities, or do you feel like you have a 
choice to opt out? 
 
5. Are there any mandatory CSR activities all employees must engage with? If so, what are 
they? 
a. What is the general sentiment among employees who engage in these activities?  
b. Have you ever received negative push back on being forced to participate?  
c. If so, what were the complaints? 
 
6. As someone who sets the course for CSR, how do you consider employee preferences for 
initiatives, if at all? 
a. Why do you or do you not consider their preferences? 
b. How much do you consider other stakeholders’ preferences for CSR, mainly 
consumers? 
c. Why do you or do you not consider their preferences? 
d. What are the reasons that you consider one more important than the other? 
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7. Do you consider CSR to be an important business practice for employees to engage in? 
Why or why not? 
a. What do you see as the potential benefits of CSR? 
b. Drawbacks? 
c. On a scale of 1 to 10 – with 1 being very uninvested, and 10 being extremely 
invested, how invested do you feel the upper management of your company is in 
CSR efforts? 
d. Can you please explain why you gave it this number?  
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Appendix D 
 
1. Please describe your role within the company 
a. How long have you been at your company? 
b. What does your day-to-day look like?  
 
2. What CSR practices does your company engage in? 
 
3. Are there any mandatory CSR activities all employees must engage with? If so, what are 
they? If not, why not? 
a. What is the general sentiment among employees who engage in these activities? 
 
4. Have you ever received negative push back on any CSR efforts from employees or 
management?  
a. If so, what were the complaints? 
 
5. As someone who helps set the course for CSR, how do you consider employee 
preferences for initiatives, if at all? 
a. Why do you or do you not consider their preferences? 
b. How much do you consider other stakeholder’s preferences for CSR, mainly 
consumers? 
c. Why do you or do you not consider their preferences? 
d. What are the reasons that you consider one more than the other? 
 
6. Do you consider CSR to be an important business practice for employees to engage in? 
Why or why not? 
a. What do you see as the potential benefits of CSR? 
b. Any Drawbacks? 
 
7. On a scale of 1 being very uninvested to 10 being extremely invested, how invested do 
you feel the upper management of your company is in CSR efforts? 
a. Can you please explain why you gave it this number? 
 
8. Please describe what Corporate Social Responsibility means to you 
a. Please describe what you perceive it to mean to your company 
b. Why do you think your company’s view of CSR differs, or doesn’t differ, from 
your personal view? 
 
